COVID-19 Pandemic Increases
Accessibility to Theatre Performances
Katelyn M. Biggs
While the pandemic put theatres on the brink of
complete closure, the alternative options the
theatre created allowed the industry to become
more accessible and recruit a wide range of
audiences. This included those who could not
afford the theatre pre-pandemic, and those who
have a disability that does not allow them to enjoy
the “classic” live theatre experience. Because of this
extended accessibility, the theatre industry should
continue to offer these options in the postpandemic world.

Reshaping Theatre
The pandemic left live theatre performance
struggling to find its place in this new virtual world,
leaving a lasting impact on the idea of a “classic”
theatre experience. Initially, the stage was shut
down, leaving theatre companies struggling due to
minimal income and little financial support. They
had two options: remain closed or alter the theatre
experience. This resulted in innovations within
theatre that allowed performances to continue
during the pandemic, ultimately making theatre
more accessible to those who did not have access
before the pandemic. To create other forms of
income, theatres brought performances to the
people:
theatres
touring
with
outdoor
performances, plays on streaming services, Zoom
productions, and receiving a recorded version of a
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play in the mail. 1 These options created some
revenue, but theatres were still left with a large
amount of financial strain. While this is a loss for
theatres, there are still some benefits from online
productions. This adaptation of the theatre has
made watching live performances more accessible
for those who could not afford to attend a live show
and those who have a disability that limits them
from going to the theatre.

Financial Accessibility
During the pandemic, there was much financial
instability, meaning many pre-pandemic theatre
patrons could not afford elective activities such as
theatre performances; however, this is not a new
concept. The Guardian states that, “Even at the best
of times, the theatre is often sadly out of reach for
many Americans.” 2 The pandemic highlighted the
need to make live performance more accessible in
the sense of monetary purposes. Even before the
pandemic, the theatre was not accessible to many
people because of high ticket prices. Due to the
newfound affordability, online theater options
recruited patrons who might have never been able
to participate in viewing theatre performances
before. A live, in-person Broadway performance will
cost anywhere from $20 to $175 for one person
depending on the popularity of the performance
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and location of seats 3, while many of the newly
innovated theatre options are free (with the option
to donate) or are minimally priced like Disney Plus
which is $7.99 per month. 4 Theatre groups such as
Stone Soup Theatre have offered opportunities of
accessibility by traveling and performing free
outdoor theatre performances (pictured below)
across communities. 5 The low cost opens doors,
allowing for a wider audience base.

now able to have a more enjoyable theatre
experience as many of the streaming services that
include plays and musicals have closed captioning
options. Further, according to Voice Magazine,
some theatres are still not equipped for
wheelchair users, so the at-home viewing option,
as well as accessible outdoor theater
performances (such as the Stone Soup Theater),
opens many doors. 6 These new theatre options
also increase accessibility for people who have
noise sensitivities due to autism spectrum disorder
or other sensory disorders. A live theatre
performance might be too loud for comfort,
making online theatre a more suitable option
because the volume of a TV can be controlled at
home. 7 This has opened doors for many as they
can have a broader range of access to the theatre
arts.

The Future of Theatre
Figure 1: A performance of Stone Soup Theatre at Purdue
University in October, 2021. Source: Katelyn Biggs

Disability Accessibility
Further, those who might have had a disability
that kept them from the theatre are now able to
enjoy performances with the alternative options
the pandemic time theatres provide. Those who
are deaf experienced limited access to in-person
performances as most live theatre performances
do not have a sign language interpreter. They are

After the pandemic, the theatre will return to an
in-person post-pandemic normal, but the
adaptations that the theatre industry had to make
should remain available. Theatre has a rich history
and has been present in cultures for many years.
Live theatre performance in the United States has
survived a Civil War, the Great Depression, and
both World Wars, meaning that it will be able to
reform in some way for live performance aspects
after the pandemic; however, with the doors that
the online theatre component has opened, it
should not return to strictly in-person aspects
because it would lose a large audience that it
gained from becoming more accessible. 8
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